The recent generation of My Little Pony has received popular and academic attention due to its visible following of young male enthusiasts. This article explores the socalled Brony phenomenon in terms of gender and age, cult spectator practices, fandom, masculinities, and the kinds of participatory culture with which the new series is associated. Despite the apparent transgression of men enjoying a television show clearly coded as being for young girls, the article argues that Brony practices reproduce many male-centered aspects of fan media consumption in a manner that recuperates the femininity of the brand according to masculine values and cultures. The femininity of the thirty-year-old series is placed in historical and theoretical context, illustrating parallels between current and earlier incarnations of the franchise and its continuities with other women-centered popular media. Particularly significant here is the program's emphasis on female friendship. Yet such "gynocentric" qualities and the series' affinity with young viewers might have been eroded in recent episodes. This is partly through the incorporation of more masculine genres, but also in the increasing address of the show to its online fandom, an audience employing channels of expression from which young people are effectively excluded. These developments function to marginalize the series' core audience-"little girls"-in a process of appropriation and redefinition that ultimately serves the interests of a more visible and powerful demographic.
Introduction
emerged. 5 Nevertheless, as Johnson argues, the ways in which the Brony is imagined provide insights into issues of fandom, audience, animation, and participatory culture. A recent episode of Bob's Burgers (Fox, 2011-) , an animated series about a working-class family of five running a fast food restaurant, serves as an example of how the discourses surrounding MLPFIM fans have been taken up in popular culture more broadly. In "The Equestranauts," the oldest daughter, Tina, an adolescent fan of an animated show about superhero horses, visits a local convention with her mother and siblings. 6 Once there, she is surprised to discover that the majority of convention-goers are adult men dressed in horse costumes who are referred to as "Equesticles," from whom she initially feels alienated. The highest-ranking member of the clique subsequently tricks Tina into trading her beloved childhood toy, an extremely rare and highly sought-after collectable, for a newer model. The episode is a largely affectionate parody of Brony culture, likely aware of its audience's sympathy for adult viewers of animated television shows. It nevertheless reflects on the unequal power relations inherent in the adult male appropriation of a series intended for a marginalized and much-maligned younger female audience. While Faust's comments praise the Brony community for legitimating the tastes of its core audience-girls-this latter example is more critical of the phenomena. It depicts an adult male exploiting his cultural and economic capital to trick a young girl, whose legitimate fandom includes extensive knowledge of the franchise, the production of zombie-crossover fiction, complex fan theories, and a nostalgic childhood relation with The Equestranauts series. After learning about the Equesticledominated convention from a customer, Tina's father, Bob, exclaims, "Oh god, poor Tina."
The customer responds, "I know, right? Why do men have to ruin everything?" "I don't know," Bob replies, resignedly, "but we kind'a do."
At this point, it is appropriate to announce my own investment in the My Little Pony Countering assumptions that MLPFIM appreciation represents a radical transformative experience for male fans, Mikko Hautakangas argues that the subculture serves to rework masculinity, not to discard it. In other words, for Hautakangas, "one becomes a Brony, despite the fact that it is a deviation from the gender norms," rather than as a means of challenging them. 14 Johnson argues along similar lines that this fan phenomenon reproduces a range of adult heteromasculine discourses. Like Hautakangas, Johnson highlights how the emphasis on MLPFIM fans as adult, male, and straight functions to eclipse women, children, and queer audiences, while the focus on fans' online production further serves to assimilate participatory activities surrounding the "hyper-feminized" franchise into "dominant spheres of masculinized value and legitimacy." 15 Resonating with Hollows's point concerning the masculinity of cult film-going academics, as well as that of cult film audiences, Bethan Jones points out that while male MLPFIM fans have been subject to significant attention, there is practically no academic writing on female audiences or on the pre-Brony franchise itself. 16 Nevertheless, there continues to be an active fandom for the series that has been hosting and attending conventions for over a decade, one that is largely female-driven. This thirty-year-old community is notably more focused on the franchise's history and its material culture-including toys and merchandise as well as fan-produced works-and it is often connected with childhood biographies. While the visibility of MLPFIM has redefined My Little Pony as a television-based entity, previously the franchise had a relatively slight screen presence. As Christopher Bell details, following a theatrical feature film and two television series in the mid-1980s and early 1990s, there had been little
My Little Pony media until the 2010 reboot. 17 True to the roots of the series in children's toys, the original female fandom remains largely centered on collecting, restoring, and customizing ponies and on craft-based fan culture. While such activities are not absent from Brony fandom, male fans tend to place emphasis more on the production of screen culture, animation, and music, circulated virtually via the Internet. Much of this recontextualizes MLPFIM characters within more adult or masculine-coded genres and media, such as horror, science fiction, and war films, TV programs, and video games. Indeed, Bell cites one fan who defensively presents a case for the fandom's independence, suggesting it is possible to enjoy
My Little Pony participatory culture without necessarily watching the series at all. 18 Consequently, as Johnson argues, Brony fandom functions not so much to celebrate the show's perceived femininity and juvenility as to recuperate the series in accordance with traditionally masculine formations of art and culture. 19 In this respect, the Brony represents an example of "heterodox hetero-masculinities," a term introduced by Chris Beasley and used to suggest "that which is at variance with, or that which differs or departs from the accepted, the standard, the status quo, the orthodox, becoming rude and aggressive toward her friends. 35 In contrast to the dismissive perspective of Tom Engelhardt, whose attack on the franchise is considered exemplary of certain male critics' hostility toward feminine children's products, Seiter asserts that such shows have complicated narratives with many plot twists and a degree of openness which are only evident with focused viewing. 36 This complex storytelling continues in the franchise's current incarnation, as seen in the two-part episode opening MLPFIM's third season that involves a lost city, an enslaved citizenship suffering post-traumatic anxiety, a ritualistic state fair, and a magical heart in a plot too convoluted to summarize here. can teach you about friendship ("Magical Mystery Cure"), and how mutual friendship can bond even the most dissimilar of individuals ("Maud Pie"). 45 The show conforms to Kuhn's definition of women's media in its "construction of narratives motivated by female desire and processes of spectator identification governed by female point-of-view." 46 Moreover, in many respects MLPFIM goes against the conservative tendency of the female friendship films that
Hollinger and others detail, challenging the dominance of heterosexual love, male control of public places, and women's restriction to the maternal, the domestic, and the private.
47
The Dual Audience
Animation's history also reveals that adult appreciation of cartoons, both theatrical and televisual, is nothing new. The form has always enjoyed an audience of mixed ages, and although cartoons are disproportionately more visible in histories of children's cinema, it is only in the television age that animation became seen as inappropriate for adult viewers. Paul
Wells describes Warner Bros. output as "adult cartoons" that contained sexual innuendo, social satire, and irony in deliberate contrast with Disney's more reassuring content. 48 At the same time, Walt Disney is repeatedly quoted as contending that his films were not intended as entertainment only for children, preferring a more ambiguous and inclusive appeal to "the child in all of us." 49 Examining theater bills of the studio era, Eric Smoodin observes that animated shorts were incorporated into around half of the programs surveyed, suggesting that the cartoon, alongside newsreels, live-action shorts, and feature films, contributed to the diverse range of popular screen entertainment exhibited to the mass movie audiences of this period. 50 The integration of theatrical animated shorts into the flow of screen entertainment Lury writes of ways in which cable, satellite, and digital television broadcasting systems, changes in scheduling practices, and the emergence of channel branding served to erode separations between children's television and adult or teen viewing. 54 An increasingly international media market has also facilitated the expansion of theatrical animation, which is easier to dub than live action films, relies heavily on visual elements, and can be designed to minimize culturally specific features. Cartoons' appeal to broader demographics is facilitated by greater fluidity in television availability with the advent of on-demand TV, the DVD box set, digital downloading, and television delivery websites. The presence of early episodes of MLPFIM on YouTube had a significant role in extending the show's accessibility to an adult fandom, enabling adult viewers to watch episodes repeatedly for free and distribute links on the Internet without having to subscribe to Hasbro's Hub Network.
Many television critics and historians have considered the intergenerational appeal of animated shorts and shows. Television historian Jeremy G. Butler sees a "double discourse"
at work in early animated feature films originally shown in theaters and later broadcast on television, arguing that such texts are "encoded with an adult discourse that even contemporary children could not have decoded." 55 Mittell discusses early Hanna-Barbera cartoons as courting an intergenerational audiences proposing that adults were reportedly attracted to the sharp dialogue while the "'moppet'" market responded to the visuals and sound effects. and Bridesmaids (dir. Paul Feig, US, 2011), Robertson notes, draw on movies outside of children's official culture. 62 In addition to such promotional paratexts, the series can be seen to incorporate less female-centered genres and include more horror, mystery, and action adventure-based episodes as the seasons have progressed. "It's About Time" introduces science fiction themes, as Twilight Sparkle is confronted by a seemingly battle-scarred version of herself warning of a great danger approaching Ponyville. 63 "MMMystery on the
Friendship Express" is a whodunit set on a train, which includes film pastiches referencing silent movies, James Bond, and Asian action cinema. 64 In "Power Ponies," the characters are transported into a comic book, where they assume the personae of various Marvel-themed superheroes; and in "Bats!" Fluttershy is accidentally transformed into a vampire-pony hybrid. 65 Seiter asserts that the distinction between boys' and girls' cartoon culture is the evasion of physical conflict, 66 At the same time, identifying these genres as masculine is as fraught as determining the relationship of "gynocentric" media to women audiences. From the outset, MLPFIM sought to negotiate such gendered associations and redefine the nature of animation for young girls. 68 Certainly such genre play can be observed in early episodes, before the formation of the Brony discourse. More evident of the impact of adult men on the series is the increased incorporation of fan-favored characters, the most notable being the pony referred to by Bronies as "Derpy Hooves." As Bell relates, Hooves was originally a background figure,
distinguished by an animation error in her eyes, who was adopted by the Brony fandom and elevated to the status of a celebrity mascot. Independent of the program's producers, the pony was given a name, an occupation, and a family, and she became the focus of much fan art and fiction. A significant moment occurred in the opening of the season two episode "The Last
Roundup," in which the pegasus was not only given a lengthy stretch of dialogue but also referred to by her fan-conferred moniker. The show's one-hundredth episode, "Slice of Life,"
was almost entirely dedicated to characters favored within the fandom, including a revised Derpy Hooves, a DJ, a cellist, and a pony based on Dr. Who, officially endorsing many speculative relationships within fan culture. 69 Bell argues in a slightly hyperbolic manner:
"Fans have certainly influenced the production of popular culture. However, in the annals of fans, which in turn impacted the series' development. 71 Both sites officially prohibit the core demographic of six-to twelve-year-olds that the Hub channel caters to and the audience of three-to six-year-olds who watch MLPFIM from creating online accounts. 72 Similarly, the 4Chan discussion board in which the Brony phenomenon first emerged, a forum originally established for the discussion of manga and anime, is characterized by Robertson as notorious for its "brutally sardonic, lawless and tenacious community." 73 As Bell describes, a significant means by which the series' fandom asserted its presence was through a particularly aggressive bombardment of other subforums with My Little Pony-related material. 74 While this action has been often mythologized as a form of antiauthoritarian rebellion against comment moderation, it can be understood as a particularly entitled form of Outta You" overlaying a picture of Twilight Sparkle looking grumpy, demonstrating the notuncommon incorporation of adult language into these fans' communicative practices. 75 A similar sense of privilege, appropriation, and entitlement can be interpreted in the ableist naming of the character "Derpy Hooves," and certain fans' outraged response to Hasbro's subsequent revision of the character after the name was identified as derogatory toward people with disabilities. 76 Bell's argument that Derpy Hooves became a representative of fans themselves suggests a particularly entitled claiming of MLPFIM as the property of the Brony community to the exclusion of others who might have a greater right to ownership of the franchise or criticism of its content. 77 Recent work on fandom increasingly complicates the image of the fan as a rebellious figure and outsider, recognizing the various kinds of capital that many devoted audiences hold and the ways in which such consumers have become valuable commodities for television producers who actively court and facilitate fan activity.
The Brony phenomenon conforms to the less celebratory perspective considered by Jonathan Gray, Cornel Sandvoss, and C. Lee Harrington, which sees fans "not as a counterforce to existing social hierarchies and structures" but rather "as agents of maintaining social and cultural systems of classification." 78 Johnson situates MLPFIM in terms of academic discussions of "produsage," co-creativity, intercreativity, spreadable media, and remix culture, while qualifying the suggestion that "'everypony' has become an author" by emphasizing the traditional privileges and power relationships with which such forms are complicit. 79 One wonders exactly what young MLPFIM viewers, officially excluded from core practices of participatory culture and the cultural capital of the Brony fandom, made of the hundredth episode of the show and the characters it contained. To my knowledge, nopony seems particularly interested in finding out.
